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to my Mama and Daddy

 
 
“Ain’t you glad, ain’t you glad, that the blood done sign your name?”
—AFRICAN AMERICAN SPIRITUAL

CHAPTER 1
BAPTISM
DADDY AND ROGER and ’em shot ’em a nigger.” That’s what Gerald Teel said to me in my family’s driveway in Oxford, North Carolina, on May 12, 1970. We were both ten years old. I was bouncing a basketball. The night before, a black man had “said something” at the store to Judy, his nineteen-year-old sister-in-law, Gerald told me, and his father and two of his brothers had run him out of the store and shot him dead. The man’s name was Henry Marrow, I found out later, but his family called him Dickie. He was killed in public as he lay on his back, helpless, begging for his life.
I was stunned and bewildered, as if Gerald had informed me that his family had fried up their house cat and eaten it for breakfast. We did not use that word at our house. It was not that I had never heard it or had never used it myself. But somehow the children in my family knew that to utter that word in the presence of my father would be to say good-bye to this earthly life. My daddy was a Methodist minister, an “Eleanor Roosevelt liberal,” he called himself in later years, and at our house “nigger” was not just naughty, like “hell” or “damn.” It was evil, like taking the Lord’s name in vain, maybe even worse. And now my friend Gerald was using it while talking about his daddy and his brothers killing a man.
Before Gerald could say anything more, my mother opened the front door of our house and called me in for supper. “What are we having?” I yelled back at her.
“I am not announcing my menu to the neighborhood,” Mama said in a clear but quiet voice. I hurried inside, dumbstruck, wondering what the grown-ups in my world were going to say about Gerald’s news. Could this be true? Or was it just a little boy’s boasting? Mama and Daddy would know.
Mama wielded an abundantly sharp sense of how things were and were not done. That was why she was “not about to advertise my dinner menu up and down Hancock Street,” as she reminded me when I came into the kitchen. Pork chops, mashed potatoes and gravy, peppery cabbage simmered with fatback, and crisp fried cornbread served with sweet iced tea seemed no cause for shame. Mrs. Roseanna Allen, the black woman who worked for us, had also made us a chocolate pie that afternoon, as she often did when I begged her. But the details of our supper were beside Mama’s point. Yelling like that was “tacky,” a label that applied to a disquieting number of my habits.
I figured that Mama and Daddy would talk to us about what had happened, but instead an eerie hush hung over the supper table. Somewhat oddly, Daddy refrained from his custom of interviewing us one by one about our day. He and Mama exchanged knowing words and weighted glances whose meanings were indecipherable to me. My twelve-year-old brother, 
Vern, and I talked halfheartedly about something—how fast Dudley Barnes, who pitched for A&W Root Beer’s Little League nine, could throw a baseball, something like that. But a deep silence had fallen among us.
After supper, my little sister Boo and I crept out of the house and down to the corner, where we huddled on the sidewalk behind Mrs. Garland’s cement wall, across the street from the Teel house. Boo was seven years old, blond and freckly, by turns deferential and officious in the way of little sisters, and she went wherever I did, provided I let her. In the Bible, Ruth tells Naomi, “Entreat me not to leave thee; or to return from following after thee: for whither thou goest I will go; and where thou lodgest, I will lodge,” and while this was frequently quoted as a tribute to filial devotion, I always noted that we never heard from Naomi on the point. When I came home from church one Sunday and announced that I was going to become a missionary to Africa, Boo immediately declared her intention to become a nurse and accompany me. I shot back, “What do you think I am going to Africa for?” But truth be told, I was glad to have her with me this particular evening.
We could see the house clearly through the budding crape myrtles that laced the long traffic island in the middle of Main Street. Gerald’s family lived in a gracious, older two-story structure with white columns, wide porches, and a carport on one side that must have been built originally for carriages. At least a dozen men with shotguns and rifles stood guard on its porches as Boo and I peered across the corners of Front and Main Streets. A couple of the men were draped in white hoods and robes, but most of them looked for all the world like our own father when he went bird hunting. We did not know exactly how these men pertained to Gerald’s announcement, but we knew something perilous was unfolding.
For one thing, neither of us had ever seen anyone who didn’t live there go into the Teel house. I played with Gerald Teel practically every day, but the boys in our neighborhood came to my house or we ran the woods and fields that stretched out beyond my backyard. Sometimes we smoked Jeff Daniels’s mother’s Tareyton cigarettes down by the creek. We played football in the front yard of the old Hancock place, a once palatial but now rotting three-story white structure with huge wooden pillars that stood empty across the street from my house.
Gerald, Jeff, and I wore the same brand of brogans as a kind of uniform—our look was straight-leg blue jeans, army surplus jackets, and those brownish orange work boots—and we fought together in the forbidden BB-gun wars that raged in our neighborhood on Saturday mornings. Gerald was a slight, olive-skinned boy with dark hair and eyes. He rarely talked much. We considered him a respectably tough kid, a member of the gang in good standing, but he also had a kind of whipped-dog manner, a shyness that said something was wrong. You’d say we were friends. But I did not visit in Gerald’s house and, as far as I knew, neither did anybody else. All Mama would say, in her offhand, gracious way, was that they weren’t really our kind of folks, but it was worse than that. Everybody was afraid of Gerald’s daddy, who never spoke in my presence until many years had passed.
That night, after kneeling beside the bed with my father to say my prayers as we usually did, I lay me down to sleep on the cool, clean sheets, wondering about what had happened and fearing, without really knowing what to fear, the things that might happen now. The attic fan in the top of the house pulled the gauzy white curtains inward on a cooling breeze; two weeks into May it was already hot, and not everyone had air-conditioning in those days. From my upstairs window, I could see the blinking red light of Oxford’s radio tower. The raspy, playful voice of Julius’s Jukebox, WOXF’s “Little Round Brown Mound of Sound,” beamed from the transistor radio propped in my windowsill, announcing song dedications—“This one goes out from Shirley to S.O.S.”—and spinning Otis Redding, James Brown, or Aretha Franklin. Every night that summer, the ominous pulse of Marvin Gaye’s “I Heard It Through the Grapevine” pounded on the airwaves, and what may have seemed a haunting anthem of lost love for some listeners sounded a dire warning to me. Sleep was slow to come.
While I slumbered, six blocks away in downtown Oxford hundreds of young blacks exploded into rage. At least half a dozen people had witnessed the murder in Grab-all, the black ghetto where Mr. Teel’s store was located. Word traveled fast. “This won’t no goddamn murder mystery,” one of the young blacks spat, “and the son of a bitch lived three blocks from the police station.” Rumors flew through Oxford that the magistrate, J. C. Wheeler, refused to swear out a warrant against the Teels, and that the police were not planning to arrest anyone. This poured the gasoline of indignation onto the flames of vengefulness. “When Dickie was first killed,” one black witness to the murder told me years later, “people in Grab-all was talking about ‘everything white dies.’ ”
Though neither blood vengeance nor race war ensued, I learned years later that two or three hundred young African Americans ran through the well-ordered streets of downtown Oxford that night, smashing windows and setting fires. The angry throng would assemble in one place, demolish the agreed-upon storefront, and then sprint at breakneck speed through the alleyways to another target. At the American Oil station, some of the insurgents paused to loot beer and cigarettes, also making off with a portable television. The screaming alarm at Edwards Jewelry Store did not deter the mob from emptying the window of wristwatches. Behind the Western Auto hardware store, they stacked up old tires against a heavy door and set them ablaze, trying unsuccessfully to get inside and find guns and ammunition. The rioters retained the presence of mind to distinguish between white-owned property and the handful of establishments owned by blacks; they also pelted passing cars with bricks and bottles, but only those vehicles whose drivers appeared to be white. At one point, a group of the rioters ran to the Confederate monument, threw a length of rope around the old Rebel’s neck, and tried to pull him off his granite pedestal, but the bronze infantryman would not budge.
When the first police car arrived, half a dozen bricks smashed the windshield and the mob heaved the car over onto its side. The terrified officer inside clambered out and ran for dear life. Two or three more squad cars screeched up, but there was little they could do against the small, angry army in the streets. Some whites criticized Mayor Currin the next day for not ordering his handful of men to shoot down the rioters. Currin understood his town, knew the limitations of his small and unsophisticated police force, and kept his cool. “With the police department we had,” the mayor told me later, “it was no reason to send the officers in there to try and stop it. I didn’t do it, and I am glad I didn’t do it.”
Even those who criticized the mayor’s judgment could not fault his courage. During the height of the melee, Currin joined Assistant Chief of Police Doug White in a patrol car downtown. The two men drove to the edge of the riot and watched as dozens of looters sacked the A&P. And then they heard gunfire. “We were sitting in the car at the Esso station about midnight,” Currin recalled. “There was a lot of noise, of course, and then we heard this loud report.” Someone had fired a large-caliber bullet into one of the rear doors of the car in which Currin and White were sitting. The shot seemed to come from behind a low retaining wall twenty feet away, but the two city officials did not drive away. Mayor Currin later discounted the possibility that anyone had aimed the bullet at either one of them. “I think anyone shooting at that distance that wanted to shoot me, they could have shot me, that close.” Currin and White stayed in the car, keeping an eye on things, moving the car only when the epicenter of the violence moved, but not trying to interfere with the riot.
At about two forty-five Wednesday morning, the rioters grew tired and went home. The police had not made a single arrest, and no one had been injured. The mob had destroyed seventeen storefronts, firebombed four buildings, ransacked the grocery store, smashed a police car, and scared the hell out of most of the white people in Oxford, and some of the black ones, too. The next day, every hardware store in town sold out of ammunition. White businessmen who owned stores downtown assessed the damages and started repairs; many of them also moved cots to their stores, and some of them slept there for weeks with shotguns across their laps.
Though things settled down during the day, the rioters awaited news from the courthouse of any possible arrests in the killing. A handful of black 
Vietnam veterans began to meet down at McCoy’s Pool Hall and out at the Soul Kitchen, discussing strategies and plotting tactics. Although their elders generally disapproved, young blacks celebrated the riot gleefully and totted up the financial costs they had inflicted upon whites. At last, they felt, the white people who ran Oxford would have to listen to them, and the sole reason for that was that they had finally resorted to open revolt. For years afterward, the young people of the Black Power generation, the generation for whom the murder of Martin Luther King Jr. spoke more loudly than his message, talked about the riot with pride. “We tried to tear that bitch up,” one of them boasted. “The only thing I really hate is that we couldn’t pull down that damn Confederate monument.”
The morning after the riot, Boo and I walked past the Teel house on our way to school. There was no sign of the armed men we had seen the night before. The place looked empty except for an abandoned bicycle in the driveway. If we had gone inside and upstairs, which we certainly never had done before, we would have seen the bullet hole in one of the bedroom walls; someone in a passing car had fired a .30-30 rifle into the house. We did see a note taped to the front door, which we would not have dared walk up and read, not even for a bottomless charge account at Hall’s Drugstore. Boo and I hurried toward downtown. There was no sign of Gerald, whom I would not see again for twelve years, not until the afternoon I went to his father’s barbershop to ask his father why he and his sons had killed Henry Marrow.
Three blocks past Gerald’s house, as we approached Hall’s, the sidewalks and streets were sequined with broken glass, glinting in the morning sunlight. Sheets of fresh plywood, with their sharp sawdust-and-glue smell, shielded all the storefronts. Charred wood framed shattered shop windows in black, where firebombs had broken the plate glass the night before. Strapping state troopers, sent by the governor, stood on street corners with their radios and shotguns. Local cops with traffic whistles and big revolvers guarded our route to school. As we passed the Confederate monument in the middle of town, we saw a bandy-legged policeman climbing up to remove a long yellow nylon rope tied in a noose around the tarnished old soldier’s greenish neck.
When I walked home that afternoon, the noose no longer dangled from the monument, but violence still hung in the air. “The first thing we did,” a young black woman told me years later, when we were both grown, “was we left school.” The schools were still segregated in 1970, except for my class at Credle Elementary, which had two black kids, but the school board had finally made plans to comply with the Supreme Court’s 1954 ruling and had scheduled full-scale integration for that fall. “And we said the first white child we see we gonna kick their ass,” she continued, “and that’s what we did.” But the violence clearly went both ways. That day I walked home with Jeff Daniels, the skinny, mischievous eleven-year-old boy who was my friend and protector. Gerald Teel usually accompanied us, but that afternoon Gerald was nowhere to be found. As Jeff and I walked down Main Street, we saw a gang of six or eight black kids slightly older than us walking together on the opposite side of the street. Without saying a word to me, Jeff suddenly winged a small shard of concrete at them, missing one of them narrowly. The black boys scrambled around for rocks, fired off a barrage—one of which whizzed past my head—and then chased us most of the way home. Only a deft bit of footwork along the top of a fence behind Burton Gibbs’s house saved us from an ass kicking. Panting in Jeff’s garage, terrified but safe at last, I wondered not only why I was walking with a damn fool who would pick a fight with half a dozen older boys, but also what would come of all this enmity and rage.
Even then, I knew that there had been some kind of black uprising in the streets of Oxford the night before. It was neither the first nor the last such upheaval—the black veterans had already been planning what one of them called “a military operation” against white domination—but it was the first one I was aware of. What I could not imagine was how deeply these events and the dramas to come would reshape my life and my world. In the years ahead, I sometimes stood and stared down into the dust behind the old Teel store, along Highway 158, and thought about the blood that had soaked that soil in 1970. I pondered, too, the blood that beat in my own veins and the ways in which my family’s history was implicated in Henry Marrow’s killing—and perhaps even redeemed, since by the end of things, if anything ever really ends, his killing set our faces toward a strange new Jerusalem. It was the blood, to paraphrase the old spiritual, that signed our names.
Before I could grasp what had happened in my hometown, I had to root through the basement of the courthouse, ransack the state archives, read a hundred years of old newspapers, and kneel beside the graves of blood kin and strangers. I had to get to know my own father and mother as real human beings, and to understand that the Lord works through deeply flawed people, since He made so few of the other kind. I had to listen to the ghost of my old friend Thad Stem, who taught me that it is better to understand a little than to misunderstand a lot. Above all, perhaps, I had to listen carefully to the stories of black men who had referred to one another fondly as “bloods” in 
Vietnam and ponder why they had returned to Oxford ready to burn it down, if that was what it took to end the racial caste system. Like generations of black veterans before them, who had come home from France or the Philippines insisting that their sacrifices had bought them full citizenship, the 
Vietnam generation demanded justice. Though they had paid the price, more would be required. “They didn’t just open the door up and say, ‘Y’all come in, integration done come,’ ” Eddie McCoy instructed me. “It didn’t happen that way in Oxford. Somebody was bruised and kicked and knocked around—you better believe it.”
The stories of freedom-movement veterans like Eddie McCoy and twenty years of research in dusty archives and around dozens of kitchen tables taught me that the life-and-death struggle in Oxford that summer was inextricably bound up with much larger and more enduring conflicts about the meanings of race and nation and freedom. Only a week before Henry Marrow’s brains were blown out, National Guard troops fired into a crowd of antiwar protestors at Kent State University in Ohio, killing four students and wounding eleven. The day after Marrow died, a mentally retarded black teenager was beaten to death in an Augusta, Georgia, jail, setting off riots in which white law enforcement officers killed six blacks and wounded dozens more. On May 16, 1970, five days after the killing in my hometown, Mississippi state troopers fired 350 rounds into a women’s dormitory at historically black Jackson State University, killing two students and wounding twelve. In 
Vietnam, racial clashes in the U.S. Army made America’s misbegotten war almost impossible to pursue. The country seemed to teeter on the brink of apocalypse. “This is a dangerous situation,” the editors of Business Week declared. “It threatens the whole economic and social structure of the nation.”
So while this is the story of a small boy in a small town one hot Southern summer, it is also the story of a nation torn apart by racial, political, social, and cultural clashes so deep that they echo in our lives to this day. The cheerful and cherished lies we tell ourselves about those years—that the black freedom movement was largely a nonviolent call on America’s conscience, which America answered, to cite the most glaring fiction—do little to repair the breach. There are many things we never learned about the civil rights struggle, and many others things we have tried hard to forget. The United States could find work for a national Truth and Reconciliation Commission like the one that has tried to mend the scars of apartheid in South Africa; any psychiatrist can tell you that genuine healing requires a candid confrontation with our past. In any case, if there is to be reconciliation, first there must be truth.
The truth will set us free, so the Bible says, and my own experience bears witness. This story has carved changes in my life as deep as the enduring chasm of race in this country, but far more fortuitous. My search for the meaning of the troubles in Oxford launched me toward a life of learning, across lines of color and caste, out of my little boy’s vision of my family’s well-lighted place in the world and into the shadows where histories and memories and hopes abide.

CHAPTER 2
ORIGINAL SINS
MY FAMILY WAS as Southern as fried okra and sweet tea. Because my father was a Methodist minister, we moved from town to town every few years. But we always stayed in eastern North Carolina, where my father’s father, grandfather, and great-grandfather before him had planted tobacco and preached the gospel. We ate collards and cornbread, pork barbecue and banana pudding. On car trips, Mama and Daddy taught us to sing “Dixie”— though mostly we sang spirituals like “Trampin’” and “Michael, Row the Boat Ashore.” Tyson children often had double names—I had cousins called “Thomas Earl” and “George Hart” and so on. We called my sister Martha Buie “Boo,” and everybody referred to my uncle Charles as “Bubba,” even though his mama had never been in prison and he did not even drive a truck. We called my father “Daddy,” which rhymes with “ready.” When we said we were going to do something “directly,” which is pronounced “dreckly,” we meant we were going to do it sooner or later, one of these days, maybe never, and please don’t ask again. If I hadn’t learned to read, I might never have found out that “damn Yankee” was two words. But I already knew how to read pretty well by the time the big green-and-yellow Mayflower moving truck carried our household belongings to Oxford late in the summer of 1966.
We followed the moving vans in “Chief Pontiac,” Daddy’s old gray sedan with the webbed seat covers and the musty smell and the Indian’s head symbol on the center of the steering wheel, singing our car songs and pestering Daddy to tell us when we were going to be there. Coming into town, I greatly admired the old Confederate soldier that stood guard atop a high granite pedestal in the center of the main intersection; my friends and I played “Civil War” just like we did “cowboys and Indians,” and we were always the Rebels. All the Yankees were imaginary. I mean, somebody might want to be a cowboy, but there were limits. Oxford was as drenched in Dixie as we were, just about as Southern a town as you would ever hope to find, which generally was a good thing, because that meant that the weather was nice, except when it was hot enough to fry pork chops on the pavement, and the food was delicious, though it would thicken the walls of your arteries and kill you deader than Stonewall Jackson, and the people were bighearted and friendly, though it was not the hardest place in the world to get murdered for having bad manners. Even our main crop would kill you.
Every fall, the sharp, sweet smell of bright leaf tobacco wafted through the wide streets of Oxford as the farmers brought their crops to market. Trucks piled high with great burlap bundles rumbled in and out of the massive warehouses in the middle of town. This tobacco market town was the county seat of Granville County, which lay sleeping in the sun just south of the 
Virginia border. Oxford was home to about eight thousand people, roughly half of them descended from the slaves who had been brought there two hundred years earlier to cultivate the precious leaf. Tobacco farming was a job of many hands, which was why Granville had had the highest slave population of any county in North Carolina. Throughout the antebellum period, and often afterward, it was said, Granville County produced more tobacco than any other county in the nation. Inside those capacious wooden warehouses, the auctioneers still chanted their singsong staccato of profit and loss.
Millions of dollars changed hands on the spit-stained pine floors of the warehouses. And when the harvest was over and the auctioneers fell silent, black and white alike—but rarely together—celebrated with eastern North Carolina barbecue, marinated in red pepper vinegar and smoked with hickory wood in greasy pits beside the empty barns. Tobacco put food on our tables, steeples on our churches, stains on our fingers, spots on our lungs, and contradictions in our hearts.
A hundred years after the fall of slavery, C. G. Credle Elementary School still didn’t open until mid-September, after the farm children were finished “priming” and “putting in” tobacco—picking the leaves and hanging them in wood-fired barns to cure. Bright golden leaves blew off the trucks and littered the streets every autumn. My friends and I would pick them up and tie them in bunches and hang them from the ceiling of our lean-to forts in the woods. When we played baseball, we chewed the dark, acrid stems and pretended not to get queasy. We forever tried to devise ways to smoke the fragrant leaves, without much success. Mostly we puffed store-bought cigarettes, not being adept enough to roll our own or to manage the corncob pipes that sounded so good when Huck Finn and Tom Sawyer talked about them, though we tried. When Gerald and Jeff and I rode with Jeb Stuart’s cavalry, we were Rebel soldiers smoking around the campfire.
Smoking cigarettes, much like the racial slavery that had originally made tobacco profitable, was regarded as sinful by a substantial minority of folks, even though the entire economy rested upon it. Sin or no sin, anybody tall enough to see over the counter at Monk’s Grocery could buy a pack for thirty-five cents. Me and my brother, 
Vern, bought them regularly, though we lived in terror of getting caught. “I need a pack of Tareyton’s for my mama,” I would say to the man at the register, as if my mother would be caught dead sending a child out for cigarettes. The lie was superfluous. Monk probably would have sold me the smokes if I had said they were for the little baby Jesus. I would stuff the pack into the pockets of my cutoffs and light out for the woods, where neither my mama nor the lie seemed likely to catch up with me.
Since Mama and Daddy had not grown up in Oxford but had only just brought us to town, many people seemed to regard us as “not from here.” That was part of being a Methodist preacher’s family in those days, because it was an itinerant system, but Granville County was a harder place to belong than the others we had known. “Oxford,” my mother remembered, “was sort of a little blue-blood town and it was hard to really get in it.” People whose families had been in the county for anything less than several generations remained forever outsiders. The chamber of commerce erected a sign at the city limits that read WELCOME TO GRANVILLE COUNTY— OUR HOME, YOUR OPPORTUNITY, as if to say that outsiders with money to invest were welcome, but they should understand from the outset that they would never be from here.
And then there was the race thing. The color line in Oxford was as bright as blood. Though I had no way to know it at the time, the birth pangs of the black freedom struggle were terrifying whites everywhere. And even most grown-ups did not realize that neither these fears nor the African American self-assertions that provoked them were new.
In the late 1880s, after the fall of slavery but before African Americans lost their voting rights, white conservatives had felt similarly threatened by an earlier freedom movement. The Knights of Labor had organized both black and white workers in Granville County to support child labor laws, a shorter workweek, and federal funding for public schools; Democrats responded by denouncing whites who voted with blacks as “traitors to their race and color.”
In the spring of 1887, when a white woman accused a local black man, Albert Taborn, of attempted rape, a charge many questioned, a white mob threatened to lynch him. Armed black men surrounded the jail to prevent the lynching; others vowed to burn the town. When it became clear the local authorities remained determined to see Taborn hanged, someone torched the tobacco warehouses downtown. Taborn was hanged nonetheless, and soon what remained of interracial political action was equally dead. Yet when similar events occurred in 1970—challenges to the color line, a controversial trial, and tobacco warehouses going up in flames—white people seemed amazed. “We always had good race relations here,” they said to anyone who would listen.
Maybe it was misplaced nostalgia, or maybe it was because the town was half black, but white folks in Oxford seemed especially determined not to relinquish any part of what they thought of as “the Southern way of life.” White people who sympathized with the movement could either keep quiet or risk being seen as traitors.
Even as a little boy, I already knew somehow that the Tysons were not always part of what white newspaper editors of the day called “the South,” as in “the South will not submit to forcible destruction of its customs and its culture.” I suppose they never stopped to consider that black people might be Southerners, too, or that people like my parents might love the South and hate segregation. But most of the time I did not think about those things and, unlike my parents, perhaps, I quickly adopted Oxford as my hometown.
When I was a little boy in Oxford, I am told, our friend Thad Stem asked me if I knew what my father did. “He goes to meetings,” I answered. My parents repeated the remark, maybe bragging sideways that Daddy worked so hard, but perhaps with a twinge of guilt that he was not home as much as the children wanted him to be. My father tended his flock at Oxford United Methodist Church with passionate attentiveness. He learned the names of his parishioners and their children, polished his sermons into the wee hours, burned up yards of shoe leather visiting the sick and the elderly, and did attend meetings several nights a week. Daddy was always a curious mixture of personal ambition and deep spirituality, though he leaned more and more to the latter. “I want to be and do what an ideal minister would be and do,” he wrote in his diary, “the Lord being my helper.” But even though Daddy felt that the Lord had called him to sow the seeds of the Spirit in Oxford, he did not hesitate to acknowledge that it was a tough row to hoe. He told me years later that serving the church in Oxford reminded him of driving an old Model T Ford on a muddy country road; the steering column had so much play in it that turning the wheel didn’t do much good and the car just followed the ruts anyway.
“This is not an easy church to serve,” my father confided to his diary soon after we moved there. “I have visited in the homes and preached but it has been difficult. There is little spiritual vitality in this church that I can discern. The leadership is staid and conservative.” Every minister worthy of the name has to walk the line between prophetic vision and spiritual sustenance, between telling people the comforting things they want to hear and challenging them with the difficult things they need to hear. In Oxford, Daddy began to feel as though all the members wanted him to do was to marry them and bury them and stay away from their souls. The first time Daddy mentioned the race issue in a sermon, one of the church elders accosted him at the door. “I’m accustomed to being served barbecue after a political speech,” the man growled, refusing to shake Daddy’s hand.
“Most of the people are reluctant about church work. No one is willing to keep the nursery,” Daddy complained to his diary. “No counselors for Methodist Youth Fellowship. I am reminded of St. Paul, who once wrote that a large door of opportunity had been opened but that there were many adversaries.”
When Daddy did finally find a young married couple to lead the Methodist Youth Fellowship, trouble immediately ensued. The young people swept out the boarded-up former parsonage next door to the church and opened Wesley House, a meeting place and recreation center. Its pool table and old overstuffed furniture soon made it a haven for Oxford’s youthful counterculture, such as it was. “I thought all the hippies came out of New York City and San Francisco,” my father said later, “but here they were. They were our children, and they began to show up with their long hair and strumming their guitars.” And a few of them, oddly enough, had black friends. Soon Wesley House became the only voluntarily integrated social space in Granville County, a fact that pleased my father.
“And then some of my members came in and asked me to keep the blacks out,” Daddy recalled. One man kept trying to persuade everyone that the Santa Claus figure hanging in the window, which had a red light bulb for a nose, was the drug signal—if there was dope available, he conjectured, the bulb in Santa’s nose was lighted. But the whole uproar was really about the handful of black teenagers who came into Wesley House from time to time. “I was so afraid my daughter was going to come home from there holding hands with a black boy,” one woman explained to me years later, shaking her head as though she no longer understood what she had meant back then, exactly. “Race mixing” at the church was creating a problem, a number of the men in the church told Daddy, demanding that he put a stop to it. “I told them, ‘I will just ask one thing of you,’ ” Daddy said. “ ‘Just find me a racial formula from the New Testament and we’ll follow that, if you find one.’ ” Well, that was pretty much the end of that, but his adversaries neither forgave nor forgot that he had betrayed his race.
The power of white skin in the South of my childhood was both stark and subtle. White supremacy permeated daily life so deeply that most people could no more ponder it than a fish might discuss the wetness of water. Our racial etiquette was at once bizarre and arbitrary, seemingly natural and utterly confusing, inscribed in what W. E. B. Du Bois termed “the cake of custom.” White people regarded “Negroes”—they often pronounced the word as “nigrahs”—as inherently lazy and shiftless, but when a white man said that his employer worked him “like a nigger,” he meant that he had been engaged in dirty, backbreaking labor to the point of collapse. Nearly all jobs were either “black” or “white,” though no one said so. To say “black maid” or “black janitor” would have been entirely redundant; there were no other kinds. Black people did not work at the bank or at the stores downtown, nor anywhere where they might have direct contact with white customers. Restaurants did not hire blacks to wait tables—and white diners would not have wanted black hands to bring them their meals, although everyone knew that black hands in the kitchen had patted out the biscuit dough and fried the chicken.
In Oxford, black people lived in several distinct neighborhoods, all of which came under the rubric of “niggertown,” as my playmates on Hancock Street called it. The older boys and even some of the younger ones on our street knew about that side of town because they had visited uninvited many times. On warm nights, they would pile into the back of a pickup truck and go “nigger knocking.” The teenaged boys filled the truck bed with Coca-Cola bottles and rocks, then roared through the African American neighborhoods hurling them at pedestrians, windshields, and windows. I heard secondhand tales of these vicious adventures many times from Jeff Daniels, who was my age and lived across the street from me. Neighborhood boys older than us were a regular part of these attacks. And then one Christmas, when I saw my cousins from Laurinburg at my grandmother’s house, they told me about some white high school boys near Maxton who had thrown a beer bottle out of a moving car and hit an elderly black man in the head, killing him. It seemed so awful. But I knew exactly what had happened. It didn’t matter that it wasn’t our town or our boys who had killed someone. I knew even as a little boy that it was all part of the same ordinary evil that divided us into separate and unequal worlds.
The Orpheum Theater, where my friends and I went to the movies on Saturday mornings, was segregated, and black customers sat in “the buzzard’s roost”—the balcony upstairs. We often slipped up through the ratty seats and sticky aisles to throw popcorn over the railing onto the white children below. To transgress the color line was disreputable and therefore periodically irresistible for otherwise respectable white boys such as ourselves. White girls would have been much more carefully policed. And for blacks to challenge that line was not only criminal but mortally dangerous; when they did, white policemen—virtually all police officers were white men—punished them for breaking custom as well as law.
The law meant little in Oxford. Many people nowadays think that after the U.S. Congress passed the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which outlawed racial discrimination in public accommodations, café owners and city officials read the news in the morning paper and took down all those WHITE ONLY and COLORED signs by lunchtime. But this landmark legislation did not make a dent in Oxford. The town’s leaders immediately elected to close most city parks, the municipal baseball diamond, and the public swimming pool. Rucker Pool, a fine structure built by the Works Progress Administration in the 1930s with tax dollars and local fieldstone, had been “public, yes,” explained Mayor Hugh Currin, “but whites only.” Rather than obey federal law, Oxford chose to sell Rucker Pool to some local white businessmen for pocket change. These men operated the pool as a whites-only “private club.” Dues were not prohibitive, but the board barred all blacks. Neither the chamber of commerce nor the local Merchants Association opened their ranks to black members. “There’s no question about it,” Mayor Currin explained years later, when I asked him about how blacks and whites got along in Oxford. “By and large the larger portion of white people looked down on black people. I don’t think there was any hostility between the races—it was just an accepted way of life.”
Though black citizens had their own lives, families, churches, and social institutions, which they had little desire to abandon, they did not accept this “way of life” that relegated them to a lower caste. In the spring of 1970, blacks in Oxford complained bitterly about the lack of parks. Most of the parks in white neighborhoods had been closed to avoid integration, while the city had never built one single park in a black neighborhood. Mayor Currin explained that most of the land for Oxford’s city parks had been bequeathed to the city with legal clauses that would rescind the gift should the parks ever be opened to black people. The United States Supreme Court had ruled in the late 1940s that such restrictive covenants were unenforceable, but the law did not matter. In any case, the city government ignored several offers from private citizens of free land for public parks. It rejected an offer from Carolina Power and Light Company to provide free basketball goals. The town’s Recreation Committee never drew a quorum for meetings, said local blacks, because there was a tacit understanding that no recreational facilities would be provided so that none would have to be integrated.
A few weeks before the killing of Henry Marrow, city workers closed one of Oxford’s few remaining public parks in a white residential area and removed the basketball goals, alleging that “noise” bothered the neighbors. According to local blacks, however, the reason the city closed the park was because it had begun to draw interracial basketball games—playing “salt and pepper,” the boys called it. During one such game, a white man had emerged from one of the nearby houses and told the boys, “Niggers can’t play here—y’all got to leave.” One of the black youths talked back to him and he slapped the young man hard across the face. Two days later, the city truck arrived and workmen uprooted the basketball goals. Years afterward, one of the neighbors admitted to me, “The grown-ups were all scared. We should have listened to the children.”
If my own mother, Martha Buie Tyson, ever sought the guidance of her children on racial matters or anything else, I do not remember it. She stood along the banks of our lives like a tree. What she believed and what she did was between her and the Lord, and what we believed and what we did was between us and the Lord and Martha Buie Tyson. Mama was a quietly beautiful woman with pretty brown hair, cream-colored skin that deepened past beige in the summertime, and rich brown eyes. She’d grown up in a big white house, the oldest daughter of the leading family of a small mill town not far from Oxford. “The bell cow of Biscoe,” my father sometimes called her, although he only said that when she was visibly sunny; one did not trifle with my mother.
Her telephone voice sang in that sweet lilt of the Southern belle, but there was nothing merely ornamental about her. She wore a gold charm bracelet that jingled decorously when she walked. It had one charm for each of her children, a little brass schoolhouse, my father’s high school ring, and a small gold medal she had won in a county-wide speaking contest in high school for her oration on world peace. She had been the president of the senior class at Greensboro College and was brilliant, too, I realize now. When I was ten, women could be virtuous and kind, but who knew they could be brilliant?
Mama read constantly, and her first visit to the local public library gave her a taste of the embattled racial atmosphere in Oxford. She picked up a copy of Jubilee, by Margaret Walker, a black novelist and poet from Jackson, Mississippi. Everyone who worked in the public library was white in those days, except the janitor, and it was segregated, although there were no signs to that effect. When Mama handed Jubilee to the librarian behind the counter, the woman peered over her glasses and said, “You don’t want to read that,” setting the book aside as though my mother were a little child who’d found a poisonous mushroom. “I  do want to read it, actually,” my mother insisted, reaching past the librarian for the book. The librarian reluctantly handed over the novel, shaking her head at Mama’s disreputable choice. “They tried to segregate your mind,” my mother recalled of the incident, looking like she wanted to spit.
If Mama’s mind was flint and steel, her hands were soap and sympathy. I loved to share a hymnal with her at church. She always held the red leather book low so that I could read it, and her soprano was sweet milk to me. Her mothering style was quickstep and unwavering. Chicken noodle soup and grilled cheese sandwiches materialized as if she had summoned them by sorcery; heads were patted, cheeks were kissed. In love and work, her household moved at a brisk and consistent pace. Though she resisted playing any set role as “the preacher’s wife,” Mama also took care of dozens of other people, in ways large and small, without any fanfare. “I do the preaching, she does the practicing,” Daddy liked to say, though she preached and he practiced more than the joke acknowledged.
Mama’s congregation was a classroom of third graders at C. G. Credle Elementary School. In those days some people at church considered it somewhat disgraceful for a white woman—especially the preacher’s wife—to work after she got married. But Mama paid them no mind and remained a consummate professional. She wore long skirts, practical shoes, and cotton sweaters with things stitched onto them—ribbons, bells, wreaths, one-room schoolhouses. It did not bother me that she taught right down the hall from the classroom where Miss Sue Bryan ruled me with an iron hand. Mama belonged at school. Every time the bishop appointed my father to a new church—my baby sister Julie once pointed to the bishop’s name on a church bulletin and muttered bitterly, “I do not like that man”—we would cart dozens of boxes of her teaching supplies out to her station wagon and into her new school. It never struck me as odd that Mama was at Credle Elementary, nor did I notice that it conferred certain advantages when I got in trouble with Miss Bryan, as I often did.
Miss Bryan had been teaching the fourth grade at Credle since large reptiles walked the earth. She was an utterly unreconstructed Confederate. When she talked about the Civil War, which she firmly insisted that we refer to as “the War Between the States,” I was pretty sure that she had marched up Cemetery Ridge with Pickett, though this could not have been true or the Yankees never would have won at Gettysburg. I had run afoul of Miss Bryan early in fourth grade, when she gave a true-false quiz on North Carolina history, the final question of which was “Granville County is the best place to live on earth.” Methodist ministers moved every few years, and so I considered myself a man of the world. My grandmother’s house, for example, was only eighty miles from Oxford, and anything that I wanted at her local drugstore lunch counter—fresh-squeezed orangeades and limeades, a “cherry smash”—was charged to “Miz Buie” without my even asking. And so I naturally marked the statement false, a mistake that Miss Bryan designated with a big red X and for which she deducted ten points. No discussion. As far as she was concerned, this was a simple point of historical fact.
My ardor for books did not impress Miss Bryan. I think my mother and Mrs. Patsy Montague, the rosy-cheeked woman with white hair and pink suits who served as principal, both realized that the less time Miss Bryan and I spent together, the better off everyone would be. For the rest of the year, “Miz Patsy” would periodically summon me out of Miss Bryan’s class and wave me on into the library, where my mother conducted storytime with her pupils. Her students considered me something of an honorary classmate, since they knew I was her subject, too, even though I was never in her class. (Once, when she pressed one of her slower pupils for the answer to a social studies question, he scratched his head and finally said, “I reckon Tim would know.”) I loved the sound of Mama’s resonant reading voice and her deep brown eyes, even though she could seem mighty proper at times.
My mother had been raised by lovely people who believed that white people belonged on top and that white people, especially the better classes, had an obligation to treat blacks charitably and help lift them up, though not to the point of “social equality.” But Mama had grown out of this mold long before the spring of 1970. When she’d attended Greensboro College in the early 1950s, her professors had quietly organized interracial meetings with African American coeds from Bennett College, a historically black institution, which had helped to open her eyes to certain realities on the other side of the color line. Over the years, she’d continued to peel back the white supremacist assumptions of her well-kept world and to throw them off layer by layer. She never shook her mother’s convictions about our responsibilities to “those less fortunate than ourselves,” but Mama went far beyond her own mother’s worldview. It was not that she was untainted by the white supremacy that marked her world and all the people she knew, black and white. All of us breathed it in unconsciously, like we did the smell of curing tobacco. But like her mother, if not in precisely the same ways, Mama was an independent thinker who was never content to tack her thoughts to the prevailing winds and declined to let the world dictate her opinions.
Her own mother, Jessie Thomas, a shrewd and lovely sharecropper’s daughter, never went to college, even though she followed her father’s plow down the furrows of spindly cotton and begged him to send her to Women’s College so she could become a teacher. But there was not enough money for that, and even if there had been cash stacked up like stove wood, most farmers in those days would have been reluctant to spend it educating a girl. What seemed much more likely was that Jessie would end up working in the textile mill. As willful as her daddy, Jessie Thomas refused to yield herself to the mill. Instead, she found a clerical job at Efird’s Department Store in Charlotte and began saving her pennies. Impressed with her wit and presence, Mr. Efird spoke highly of her to Charles Buie, the bright and amiable bookkeeper at the textile mill in Biscoe. Buie began by asking her parents if he could drive Miss Thomas back to Charlotte one Sunday and ended by marrying her. Soon afterward, the mill owners selected Charles Buie as general manager, offered him a handsome salary, and gave Mr. and Mrs. Buie a big white house in the middle of town.
By December 7, 1941, when President Franklin D. Roosevelt told Americans that the Japanese had bombed the American fleet at Pearl Harbor, Jessie Thomas Buie had already saved enough money to open the Biscoe Sandwich Shop, which sat right beside the bus station in the little mill town. Those years were the heyday of bus travel, and tiny Biscoe was situated at the intersection of the major routes connecting Charlotte to Raleigh and Greensboro to Wilmington. As the country mobilized for war, soldiers, draftees, and workers poured through the bus station, hundreds and hundreds each day. Many of them bought Jessie’s yeast rolls stuffed with pimento cheese, chicken salad, or egg salad, each one carefully wrapped in wax paper with a napkin tucked into the fold. Though she never went to college, Jessie paid college tuition for both of her sisters, partly out of generosity and partly, perhaps, to spite her father. The first time Jessie set foot in the textile mill, she wore a plumed hat and handed out free ham biscuits.
Black soldiers who stopped in at the Biscoe Sandwich Shop, of course, bought their food to go and ate it standing outside, while whites could enjoy the red-checked tablecloths and comfortable chairs inside. My uncle Bubba, thinking back and asking for a fair-minded understanding of Grandmother Buie’s segregationist ways, called his mother “a woman of her time and place,” but Jessie both defied and defined her time and place. Though she refused the place that society had set for her, the presumptions of white paternalism seemed as natural to her as segregation itself. She clearly did not consider any black person in the world to be her social equal, but she took seriously her responsibility to “those less fortunate than ourselves.”
Paternalism was like a dance whose steps required my grandmother to provide charity to black people, as long as they followed the prescribed routine—that is, coming to the back door, hat in hand; accepting whatever largesse was offered; furnishing effusive expressions of gratitude; and at least pretending to accept their subordinate position in the social hierarchy. For white people, paternalism provided a self-congratulatory sense of generosity and superiority; for blacks, it supplied dribs and drabs of material sustenance—shoes and books and hand-me-down clothes for their children. Paternalism strengthened the system of white supremacy by softening its sharper edges and covering its patent injustices with a patina of friendship. Accepting black expressions of gratitude at face value, whites congratulated themselves on their friendly relations with “their” Negroes. But paternalism rendered the candor that real friendships require virtually impossible. Grandmother Jessie did not invent or even endorse paternalism. When she and Mr. Buie moved into the big white house that the mill gave them, she merely assumed its privileges and rituals.
It was more a matter of privilege than responsibility that Grandmother Jessie employed five local blacks at her house. Betty Clegg cooked everyday meals, polished the silver, and prepared the tables for fancy dinners when Mr. Brooks, who owned the mill, came to visit or when “Miz Buie” held a family wedding or hosted Thanksgiving dinner. Mary Alston scrubbed the family’s clothes, first on a tin washboard and later in the electric tub with its hand-cranked, roller-style wringing attachment. Ida Jowers dissolved gluey starch in water and sprinkled Mr. Buie’s shirts with it before the iron hissed over the cotton cloth, creating a wonderful pasty smell. Charlie Ledbetter mowed the grass, scrubbed and waxed the wide porches, washed Mr. Buie’s Lincoln Continental, and trimmed the ivy that lined Mrs. Buie’s brick walkways. Joe Dunlap, who also worked as a handyman at the mill, tended my grandmother’s rose garden.
One day when my mother was perhaps twelve or thirteen, she was in the laundry room helping Mary Alston, the middle-aged black woman who came every Monday to wash the family’s clothes by hand. As young Martha sorted the clothing into piles, the white girl idly sang, “When the roll is called up yonder I’ll be there,” from a familiar hymn. Her hands plunged deep into a galvanized tin tub filled with hot, soapy water, Mary Alston said in a low voice, “Do you really think you will be?”
The white girl who would grow up to be my mother looked at Mrs. Alston in surprise, thinking she must be joking. “It just kind of shocked me,” Mama explained to me many years later. “I didn’t know what to say.” There was no sign of mirth in Mrs. Alston’s dark face; she had asked a serious question, and she would neither back off nor discuss it further. The tremor was sufficient that Mama always remembered the moment and wondered exactly what Mary Alston had been thinking. This was the first sign for Mama that there existed a world on yonder side of the color line, where white eyes and ears could not readily penetrate and where black people did not necessarily accept white valuations of moral worth.
From the early days of slavery, in fact, African Americans had forged a Christian faith that affirmed their own humanity and sometimes called their masters to judgment: “Everybody talkin’ ’bout heaven ain’t a-goin’ there,” the unknown poets of the spirituals observed. This was the faith that rejected what Dr. King called the “thingification” of human beings, and that he evoked for the world when my mother became Mary Alston’s age. By that time, Mama would be ready to hear and understand it.
I never knew my mother’s father, Charles Buie, who died when I was an infant. But I grew up knowing that Grandmother Jessie was a woman of vast and immeasurable wealth. Stacked in her basement, for example, stood eight or ten wooden crates of small, seven-ounce Coca-Cola bottles and taller, light-green Frescas. To a small boy, these seemed like riches that Arab oil sheikhs and European monarchs could only envy.
When I was seven or eight, I saw Mr. Dunlap sweating in the sun amid Jessie’s rosebushes, and I carried him one of the Coca-Colas and a glass of ice. “You’re just like your grandfather,” he said, smiling at me. And then his face became grave. “I want you to know something, son,” he told me. “Back during the Depression, when nobody had any money, Mr. Buie kept me working at the mill when he didn’t have anything for me to do. They weren’t selling any cloth, but he would have me out there planting flowers or working over here in Miz Buie’s garden so my children would have something to eat.” As he sipped his Coca-Cola, Mr. Dunlap’s eyes began to water. “Your granddaddy put shoes on my children’s feet, and they wouldn’t have had any to wear to school if he hadn’t done it.” Mr. Dunlap pulled out his handkerchief, swabbed his eyes, and handed me the empty glass. “You ought to be proud of your granddaddy, son.”
The Buies bought truckloads of shoes, “seconds,” at cut-rate prices and gave them away. Even after my grandfather died, Jessie Buie kept the trunk of her car filled with shoes and clothes, which she handed out to poor families, most of them black. Many years later, when I was cleaning out her garage so that we could move Jessie to a nursing home, I found an enormous pile of what once had been shoes. There must have been several hundred pairs of them, their laces knotted together, but they were molded and matted into a thick mulch, rotting into their original elements, and I had to toss them into the dumpster with a pitchfork. But “Miz Buie,” teetering around behind me, her mind wandering back through nine decades, kept repeating, “I do wish we could find some nice colored people who might like to have those shoes.”
Their ethos of paternalism gave my grandparents a sense of doing what was good and right, a feeling far more luxurious than the crisp, clean sheets, “angel biscuits,” and tomato-asparagus aspic that Betty Clegg made for them. I have never doubted the sincerity of Joe Dunlap’s gratitude to my grandfather, and I am proud of the Buies, and of course I love them. But the hierarchy of white supremacy, at its heart, was as rotten as that pile of old shoes, and the generations that follow will be many years cleaning it up.
One way my grandmother Jessie instructed me in the obligations and rewards of racial paternalism was through her favorite story about the Civil War. Many times over the years she told me that our family had always treated their slaves like family members. In fact, she always said, our slaves had loved us so much that they’d hidden the family silver from General Sherman’s Yankee marauders. When I got old enough to research the history myself, I discovered that we’d owned no slaves, no silver, and that General Sherman’s army hadn’t come within a hundred miles of the family homeplace. But I know in my heart that she believed this to be the unvarnished truth, and that it had come to her from people she loved and admired.
In Oxford, white children often grew up with family stories about the antebellum South, like my grandmother’s gentle hand-me-down fiction, stories that portrayed slavery as a largely benign and sometimes even beneficial social order. “My mama told me that our slaves were just like family to us,” one local white woman recounted, “and that after the war they didn’t want to leave. And my father always said [slavery] was the first chance they got to experience anything like civilization or to learn anything.”
African Americans in Granville County grew up with a set of slavery stories that reflected a wholly different view of what was civilized. Black people old enough to have heard tales of slavery from their grandparents told their own children and grandchildren stories about families being broken up and sold, black women used by white men as concubines, and slaves whipped mercilessly. Novella Allen, whose grandparents had been slaves, grew up hearing her grandfather recount how their master had announced his intention to sell their family. “His daddy and his mama was going to be sold from the Lawsons to the Thorpes,” she said. But her grandfather’s father had refused to accept the sale, and tried to thwart his master by mutilating himself with an axe. “His daddy went and cut his hand off,” she said, “because he didn’t want to be sold. Papa said that’s what he cut it off for, because he didn’t want to be sold from the people he had been with all his life. But they took his wife and child on anyway.”
Annie Bell Cheatham, born in 1891, learned from her grandfather about his despair at being sold away from his mother as a boy and having his name forcibly changed to Cheatham, the name of his new owner. “That child crying, him looking back and wanting to go with his mama,” she recounted, “and the mama crying, too, but she couldn’t do nothing. Yeah, we have been through something in this world. Not just me and you,” she said, “but just think about the black folks—Lord, have mercy.” Even though he had been young, her grandfather never forgot the agony of losing his mother and his name, and repeated the story often when Annie Bell Cheatham was growing up. “He told us, he said, ‘We are not Cheathams, we ain’t no Cheathams.’ And then he would tell how they sold him and everything.”
Judge Chavis, a local black man born in 1898, was raised on his grandmother’s stories about having her brothers sold away from her family. “My grandmother on my mama’s side,” Chavis recalled, “she said there were eight of them. Said she had seven brothers, you know. And they had a sale and they sold all seven of them to a man down east somewhere, bought all seven of them, but didn’t want the girl, and she never did see them no more.” Johnny Crews had been told as a youngster that his family name had been Mayhew and that they had lived in Wendell, North Carolina, but that the family had been separated and some of them sold to a white farmer named Crews in Granville County. “So colored people do not know what they is,” Crews said.
But enslaved African American families in Granville County remembered who they were, and whose they were, through the distinctive Afro-Christian faith they adapted from the religion their masters sought to impose on them. To the South’s four million slaves, W. E. B. Du Bois wrote, “God was real. They knew Him. They had met Him personally in many a wild orgy of religious frenzy, or in the black stillness of the night.” And in that stillness and tumult, the enslaved sons and daughters of Africa met their God and their neighbors, and affirmed that they were all children of the same Lord who’d brought the Israelites out of bondage, the same Lord who’d rescued Daniel from the lion’s den, the same Lord who’d given a little shepherd boy a slingshot to bring down mighty Goliath. In the “brush arbor,” as some called their invisible church, they sang their own songs, drawn from the Scripture and from the lives of their slave ancestors. They knew that God, in His grace, had sent Jesus to be nailed to the cross to raise them up, and that their names were written in the Lamb’s Book of Life: “Ain’t you glad, ain’t you glad, that the blood done sign my name,” they would sing.
“You got a right to the tree of life,” their voices would ring out. “I got shoes, you got shoes, all God’s children got shoes,” slaves and descendants of slaves would sing, standing together, often barefoot, in the woods. “When I get to heaven gonna put on my shoes and gonna walk all over God’s heaven.” And of course they sang some of the songs they learned from white Christians, too. According to Judge Chavis, his father’s mother, Lou Chavis, born in bondage, explained carefully the sharp difference between the religion the masters taught and the faith the slaves practiced. Though the slaves had no formal church of their own, she told him, their masters would cart them to the white church and have a separate meeting for them. “And that white preacher would preach at them, ‘Now, y’all obey y’all masters, like the Bible says.’ ”
But the slaves’ own secret church meetings had nothing to do with obedience. Lou Chavis told her grandson that the slaves would pass the word that there was going to be a meeting; they’d “just notify one another when they get a chance in the daytime, and then what they done was meet at one another’s shack, and had their singing.” If they did not meet in a slave cabin, they would meet in the woods. “They would do their praying and singing while [the whites] was asleep—they better not catch them singing.” Elders in the community still remembered how their ancestors would place a cooking pot on the ground outside the meeting place in the folk belief that it would keep whites from hearing their songs and prayers. “Sometimes they would turn a pot down at the door,” Judge Chavis said his grandmother told him, “to catch the sound.”
Though whites typically grew up hearing that their slaves had been treated kindly, the inherited memory among African Americans included many stories of brutality and abuse. Lou Chavis told her grandson that their white master would fasten disobedient slaves to a tree using a wide leather belt, then whip them. Chavis never forgot his grandmother’s account of having seen a fellow slave beaten to death. “She said she had seen them do that, and they unbuckle the man, and him fall dead and die.” Chapel Royster, born a slave, told his granddaughter Mary Thomas Hobgood that he had wanted to learn to read but had been too terrified of the punishments. “My grandfather lived with us,” Hobgood said. “His master told him if he tried to read and study, [the master would] cut his hands off, cut his fingers off. And when he died he was ninety years old, and he couldn’t read a line.”
Despite the bitter memory of slavery, some black people in Oxford always enjoyed fairly good relationships with whites. Mary Catherine Chavis, who took Henry Marrow into her house when he was a teenager and acted as a mother to him, grew up around white people in the 1930s and 1940s and had very little trouble from them. Her maternal ancestors had been free blacks and well educated. Her mother attended North Carolina College for Negroes in Durham and then came back to Oxford to teach school, and Mary Catherine followed in her footsteps, graduating from Shaw University and then coming home to teach at Mary Potter High School. “We really didn’t have a lot of problems with white people when I was growing up,” she recalled. William Baskerville, born at the turn of the century in a small, racially mixed neighborhood near the railroad tracks, had close attachments to his white neighbors. “I would go over there and they would say, ‘Come on in here, William, and get you some dinner.’ They would invite us in and we would sit down and eat together.”
While very few whites during the Jim Crow era invited black people to sit at their dinner tables, leading whites in Oxford invoked warm memories of their paternalistic relationships with African Americans in defense of the “good race relations” that they insisted had forever prevailed. “A black man was my hunting partner,” explained Billy Watkins, Oxford’s leading attorney and a representative to the General Assembly. “He kept the dogs and fed them, and I bought the feed.” In his mind, this proved that “relations were always good here,” he told me. “A black man keeps my horses now. I’ve got horses, and was raised on a farm, and we had some blacks out there who stayed on our farm for fifty years and more.” This was undoubtedly a sincere description of Watkins’s vision of his relationships with the loyal family retainers who worked on his family’s plantation. But these ties, even when the affection was genuine on both sides, were like a clay pot that had to be shattered for the tree inside to grow. What kind of fruit that tree would yield, in the long run, remained an open question.
My mother grew up in the shade of that spreading paternalist oak of “good race relations,” but she herself broke free of it. By the time I had children of my own, I saw what a fearlessly self-reliant person she was. And if Mama sometimes seemed a little starchy to me when I was growing up, this was not the case with my father, partly because she married so far beneath herself. Jack Tyson, my father’s father, was a fiery New Dealer with unconventional views on race, and had only recently left tenant farming when he moved his family to Biscoe. “I don’t have but three cents,” Granddaddy Tyson would laugh, “and I got to mail a letter with that.” In 1946, Mama was fourteen when she saw Daddy, a sixteen-year-old, ride into town sitting in a chair in the back of the truck. “I thought he was the best-looking thing I had ever seen,” she laughed later.
Her diary from the late 1940s confirms her opinion. “Vernon sat with me in the picture show,” she wrote a few months later, “winked at me, held my hand, and wore my hat. I LOVE him!” At fourteen and fifteen, she wrote about him in her diary nearly every day, even when there was not much to say: “Saw 
Vernon today,” or “Vernon wasn’t there,” or less persuasively, “Vernon is dating Betty Charles but I don’t care!” When she turned fifteen, her parents reluctantly permitted her to begin dating, and she never dated anyone else, at least not seriously. On the flyleaf of her diary, “Vernon Tyson” is scribbled over and over, in different versions of the same hand, and then the words “I do,” and then in the same handwriting but much older, “You bet I do.”
In the spring of 1948, when it became clear that the young couple was pointed toward the altar, the Buies tried to send Martha to Europe for the summer, hoping to derail their romance. “Mother said she wished I would get over my ‘Vernon’ crush,” Mama confided to her diary that year. “That hurt me so much.” Several weeks later, on May 17, it looked like Jessie Buie was out of luck with respect to her love-smitten teenaged daughter. “Dear Diary,” Martha wrote, “Vernon said he was gonna hit a home run for me in the baseball game, and sure enough he did. I love him! I love him!” On May 28, however, things were looking up for Jessie’s campaign. “Vernon makes me sick,” Martha wrote. “He can’t be decent.”
But opposites attract, so they say, and my mother’s cleaned and pressed upbringing may have made my father seem all the more appealing to her. “I just can’t help liking 
Vernon,” she wrote soon afterward. “Sometimes I wonder if it is right to feel this way or not. We’re so very different. But I love him so much I just don’t think anyone else will do. I love every inch of that fine boy.” And so it was that when I was growing up, my mother loomed as the guardian of manners, while my father’s eyes laughed as he drank out of the milk jug—when she wasn’t looking.
When my father walked through the door in the evening, his children jumped on him and held on tight, laughing and squealing. No one was more fun than Daddy, and when he turned his charm on a child, the effect was as powerful as a narcotic. If you stayed home sick from school, Daddy was likely to show up and take you out to lunch, a gesture that all of the children interpreted as a sign of his special pleasure in our delightful company. His presence in the house was raucous, rollicking, warm, and attentive, except on those frequent occasions when it was cloudy, oblivious, foreboding, or even threatening.
That fact, in itself, was not strange. In the small-town South where I grew up, we children were afraid of everybody’s daddy. 
Vernon Tyson’s rich baritone was the voice of God. The only problem was that you never knew if you were going to get the Old or the New Testament. Six feet tall with shoulders seemingly half that wide, Daddy could be tender and impish, and he plainly loved my mother like a hound dog loves a bone. I remember lying beside him in their bed, his massive arm under my neck. My brother, 
Vern, lay on the other side of Daddy, but with my father’s chest between us, heaving up and down as he snored softly, 
Vern might as well have been on the yonder side of the Blue Ridge Mountains. Daddy’s hands seemed roughly the size of chuck roasts. Those meaty paws tenderly stroked our faces and patted our backs and tousled our hair whenever we went near him. But on those rare occasions when he roared into a room in anger, we froze in terror. “Child abuse” had not yet been invented, and every father I knew obeyed the biblical injunction not to “spare the rod and spoil the child.” Not all of them, however, were built like a freight car and wired like a bomb.
Though he seemed to us an iron-fisted disciplinarian, he was also remarkably gentle and intuitive for a man of the John Wayne generation. One Saturday morning when I was seven, 
Vern, Gerald, Jeff Daniels, Burton Gibbs, and I were secretly smoking cigarettes down by the creek. We perched on the muddy bank, cupping our palms and fumbling with the matches. Jeff had stolen a pack of Tareytons from his mother and on that authority, presumably, commanded everyone not to “nigger-lip,” an admonition that meant we must not suck the cigarette too far into our mouths and get the filter soggy. My brother was twelve years old and took charge in his capacity as the senior member of the expedition. Certain rules were necessary, even here in the wilderness. It was permissible to cuss and talk “dirty,” 
Vern said, since we were smoking cigarettes anyway. When men were smoking cigarettes and cussing, we reckoned, they could talk about anything they damn well pleased. After all, since the penalty for smoking cigarettes was undoubtedly death and then hell, talking about “you-know-what” couldn’t make things much worse.
We had been down by the creek smoking when Gerald had first told me about sexual intercourse, though he’d used another word. That was when a man “puts his you-know-what between a woman’s you-know-whats,” he’d said in a tone of grave authority. Gerald’s account of coitus, which had seemed to draw on direct observation, explains how I’d come to think that a woman’s private parts resided between her breasts. This tantalizing misunderstanding had prevailed for several weeks, fascinating my seven-year-old mind until the fateful day that we got caught smoking cigarettes.
One of the neighbors saw us down by the creek and called each of our parents. When we came home for supper, Daddy solemnly ushered us into the living room and left us there on the couch for what seemed like several months. No one ever used the living room at our house. We’d always thought it had been reserved for Sunday afternoon company, but now it appeared that it had actually been set aside for executions. Death Row at Central Prison would have been more cheerful. 
Vern whispered something to me along the lines of “We’re dead,” but otherwise we sat silently, huddled under a cloud of iniquity darker than the grave, pondering our demise.
We could hear Mama and Daddy talking in hushed tones in the kitchen. And then suddenly that huge bear of a man lumbered into the room, sat down in front of us, and so began the sermon. The voice was calm but the content was indecipherable. They knew, of course, exactly what boys talk about while smoking cigarettes down by the creek. Rather than punishing us, Daddy and Mama had decided that it was time for him to tell us about the birds and the bees. Daddy’s lips continued to move, but I had no idea what he was saying. He never even mentioned cigarettes. It seemed cruel, in a way, to burden condemned men with this prattle about God’s plan for Creation.
Our one comfort was that as long as Daddy kept talking, he was not whipping us to death. Maybe our reprieve would last for only a few minutes, but why not make the most of it? So I nodded at what seemed appropriate times, and tried to appear alert and attentive, even as I peered into the abyss. The whole idea was to keep him talking. Daddy still hadn’t said one word about cigarettes. And then suddenly, without my having apprehended a single sentence, Daddy’s momentous speech ended. Did we have any questions? he asked us. Any questions at all? Was there anything we wanted to know about anything?
The moment of death drew nigh. I tried to telepathically urge my brother to ask Daddy something, anything to save our lives for another few minutes. Perilous silence gripped the room. Seconds ticked by. If I’d only had the remotest idea what Daddy had been talking about, I would have asked him a hundred questions, as slowly as possible, like that woman in my “Arabian Nights” book who told the sultan long, interwoven stories to keep him from chopping off her head. But I couldn’t even identify the topic, let alone ask a pertinent question. Why didn’t my stupid older brother think of something, anything, to ask Daddy? Finally, positive that further delay would move us straight to the End, I blurted out, “What is my front tooth made of?”
Daddy laughed out loud and long, shook his head, and handed each of us a Christian book about where babies come from. Late that night, with a flashlight under the covers, I read both my book, which was called Wonderfully Made, and then 
Vern’s book, which I was not supposed to see until I got older, read them cover to cover and still never found out that a woman’s vagina was between her legs. Apparently, while a man and wife lay sleeping, something horrible crawled out of him and into her—into her ear, for all I knew. Anyway, right after he gave us our books, Daddy took the whole family out for dinner at the new Hardee’s drive-in. Sucking on a chocolate milk-shake, I contemplated the mysterious grace of God.
Neither Divine mercy nor threat of punishment actually made us stop smoking cigarettes, in part because this taboo was inextricably linked with our haunting prepubescent sense of ourselves as sinners in the hands of an angry God. If we couldn’t smoke the whole pack in one sitting, we’d hide them under a fallen tree, just like the dirty magazines we sometimes found there. We would repent predictably and promise God never to do it again, though we knew we would be back. But you couldn’t be taking that kind of stuff home with you, and it was hard to escape the deep uneasiness that it might somehow follow you and disrupt the warm goodness of family dinners, saying grace and singing hymns and hugging Mama good night. It was no accident that our father had made the leap from cigarettes to sex. This seemed appropriate—sin was sin, whether you smoked it or just peered at it with the fearful awe that gives way to the dry tightness in your throat and the strange stiffening in your pants.
Sex was sinful. And sin was sexual. Both of them were inextricably bound up with race, which was something we all knew, the way we knew that Robert E. Lee was a hero and North Carolina was the basketball capital of the world. I could not help but notice that grown-ups always talked about both race and sex in exactly the same whispered tones. Hymns we sang in church promised that the blood of Jesus would wash our sins “as white as snow,” cleanse our souls of “one dark blot,” or help our “dark passions to subdue.” And I knew, without knowing how I knew, without ever being told, that the color line throbbed with sexual taboo.
Segregation, I understood without ever having been told, existed to protect white womanhood from the abomination of contact with uncontrollable black men. Whites who questioned segregation confronted the inevitable and, for most people, conclusive cross-examination: Would you want your daughter to marry one? The answer never came, and it never had to come. Everybody knew that would be the most horrible thing imaginable, because interracial sex was inherently pornographic, unnatural, and perverted. If sex was sinful, interracial sex was the most sinful—and therefore the most sexual—that sex could get. And the worst abomination of all, of course, was sex between a black man and a white woman. It was that sin—or the faint hint of it—that got Dickie Marrow murdered.
It took me many years and a Ph.D. in American history to find my way toward the roots of this strange folkway. The sexual obsessions of white supremacy, which were so evident to the children of Jim Crow, had their origins in the fundamental structure of the colonial economy three hundred years earlier. In 1662, the 
Virginia legislature passed a statute that read, “Children got by an Englishman upon a Negro woman shall be bond or free according to the condition of the mother.” This reversed English common law, under which the status of a child followed that of the father.
The new statute meant that white men who fathered children by their slave women increased their own material worth. violating their own deeply held beliefs, they sired offspring that would work in their houses and fields without fee and care for them in their old age without fail. Children born of white fathers and black mothers became black, not white, and remained slave, not free. Without that provision, growing numbers of apparently “black” people who were legally “white” would have populated the American colonies. The whole system of racial bondage rested upon the fact that free white men could father “black” slave children, while black men could never father “white” children. The children of slave mothers or fathers must always inherit that status. If large numbers of white women had birthed mulatto children by black fathers, the system of slavery based on racial caste would have been undermined and might have been rendered unworkable. Some form of unfree labor would have persisted for a time, but racialized slavery, justified in the name of white supremacy, might well have never evolved the way that it did. “Race” itself could have meant something entirely different without these rules about sex.
It was a different thing, of course, for a white man to father “black” children. Annie Bell Cheatham remembered her grandfather, born a slave in Granville County, telling her that white men would often have sexual relations with the slave women who worked in their houses, even if the woman had a black husband. “They would keep the woman in the house,” Cheatham said, “and she would do the cooking, and the white men would go with the black women. They didn’t have no choice.” The slave husband, her grandfather explained, “better not say anything about it—they will hang him.” Some white men who had black families on the side chose to free their black children, who were often called “free-issue Negroes.” “ ‘Free-issue’ people was white men taking black women and them having children,” Rachel Blackwell, born in Oxford in 1891, remembered. “And they would call them ‘issued free.’ The white man would help support that old colored woman and them children, and they would be real light-skinned but the other children would be black. My mother told me about this,” Blackwell continued, “but she couldn’t say or do anything about it.”
The sex and race taboo that grew from these roots in slavery remained a mighty oak in my boyhood. The challenge to segregation that arose in those years shook that tree like a hurricane, and the white supremacists clung to its trunk for dear life. “What the white man fears and what the white man is fighting to prevent at any cost,” the editor of the  Warren Record wrote in 1955, “is the destruction of the purity of his race. He believes that integration would lead to miscegenation, and there is some basis for his fears.” Of course, “miscegenation” was not the real concern; a system that gave all the power to the men in one group and virtually no power to the women in another group made “race mixing” in one direction almost inevitable, as many African Americans in Granville County could attest. The social order permitted white men in the South, by virtue of their position atop the race and gender hierarchy, to take their liberties with black women, while white women and black men remained strictly off-limits to each other. The much traveled sexual back road between the races was clearly marked “one way.”
When I was growing up, many whites assumed that “race mixing” in schools would lead to rampant interracial sexual activity and that the “death of the white race” would inevitably follow. White purity and white power were imperative, all things good and decent hung in the balance, and sex was the critical battleground. Mainstream white conservative James J. Kilpatrick, whose national influence would persist well into the Reagan era, declared that white Southerners had every right “to preserve the predominately racial characteristics that have contributed to Western civilization over the past two hundred years.” William F. Buckley’s National Review  agreed, and justified not merely segregation but disfranchisement for blacks, arguing that “the White community in the South is entitled to take such measures as are necessary to prevail, politically and culturally, in those areas where it does not predominate numerically.” The race-sex complex, with all its hypocrisies and contradictions, underlay the entire struggle. James Baldwin’s was one of the few public voices that could pierce the fog of “miscegenation” rhetoric, and he offered a timeless retort to the question “Would you want your daughter to marry one?” In a television debate with Kilpatrick, he explained, “You’re not worried about me marrying your daughter—you’re worried about me marrying  your wife’s daughter. I’ve been marrying your daughter since the days of slavery.”
The fall of Jim Crow tested these deeply rooted taboos. In 1970, for example, when I was eleven years old, the county fair just up the road in Yanceyville began to admit black people on the same day as whites; in the old days, the fair in Oxford and other towns nearby had set aside a day or two for “Negroes,” and whites otherwise had their run of the place. The new arrangements may have seemed unthreatening; black and white Southerners, after all, lived and worked in close proximity to one another, and it was only the county fair, for goodness sake. Why couldn’t black and white shuffle through the turnstiles together, munch cotton candy, and throw up on the Tilt-A-WHIRL? What the authorities had failed to consider were the “girlie shows,” carnival burlesque performances in which pale white girls from somewhere else danced out of their skimpy clothing and bumped and grinded for a hooting tent full of men. When the ticket taker admitted a group of young African Americans to the show, things inside the tent got tense. After one of the black men yelled out his appreciation for the white dancers, a white man behind him smashed a wooden folding chair across the black man’s head. Fists flew, knives flashed, and blood flowed both ways across the color line. The fighting spread from the fairgrounds to the streets of Yanceyville, and the mayor had to call a curfew and bring in state troopers for several days to stop the violence.
The central political fact that hung over the spring and summer of 1970 in Oxford, rooted in four hundred years of history, was that the Granville County schools were scheduled to undergo full-blown racial integration that fall. Three years earlier, Oxford had taken the first ineffectual and involuntary steps toward desegregation. Two African American children had left Orange Street School, the segregated all-black elementary school, to enroll at previously all-white C. G. Credle Elementary. The school board had carefully selected two middle-class black boys and assigned them, just like me, to Mrs. Emily Montague’s third-grade class at Credle, where they said the Pledge of Allegiance every morning like the rest of us.
Thirty years later, when my own children were learning the Pledge of Allegiance, I suddenly remembered another set of words that schoolkids had chanted in unison at my elementary school: “Go back, go back, go back to Orange Street.” It just came to me in the shower, a singsong echo in my mind, like a forgotten football cheer or an unwelcome snatch of music that would neither finish nor stop: “Go back, go back, go back to Orange Street.” At first I had no idea where it came from—my first theory was that it was from “Goin’ Back to Indiana,” an old pop tune by the Jackson Five. I called my sister Boo, who reminded me that Orange Street was the black school in Oxford, the school that those black children at Credle would have attended had the Supreme Court held its tongue. And then, of course, I knew very well where I had learned the words. I have no clear recollection of any protests against integration at Credle Elementary. But standing in the shower, thirty years later and a thousand miles away, I could still hear a chorus of schoolchildren chanting, “Go back, go back, go back to Orange Street,” and I cannot help but ponder how those two brave and unfortunate black children must have felt as they made their way up the sidewalk to a school where they were not wanted.
My first memory of being in school with black children was standing behind one of the two black boys at the water fountain on the playground at Credle. It was an old cast-iron fountain with a foot pedal, and a couple of seconds after you stepped hard on the pedal, bitter-smelling water gurgled up from the primordial depths of the earth, tasting like iron. I hadn’t noticed the black boy in the line, and suddenly there he was in front of me, bent over the old iron spout. Deep down, I did not want to drink after him. Without really understanding why, and even though I knew better, somewhere inside I had accepted white supremacy. The world had kenneled a vicious lie in my brain, at the core of the lie a crucial silence, since there was no  why. Black was filthy, black was bad, I had somehow managed to learn. Many of my white classmates turned away from the fountain in disgust rather than drink after a black child. And even at that moment, because I had been taught to know better, I knew that my revulsion was a lie, someone else’s lie, and an evil thing. This time, I decided not to give the lie the power it demanded. I suppose I was both resistant and complicit, in the same moment. I could not turn away—I lowered my head and drank after him. But I succumbed slightly; when he moved, I took my turn and pressed the pedal down, and let the water run for a few seconds before I drank, bending over the arc of cool water but pausing for a moment to let the water rinse the spout before I touched my lips to the acrid stream. I guess that made me a “moderate.”
It was the logic of moderation that permitted schools across the nation to evade the Supreme Court’s 1954 ruling for almost twenty years, but when defiance and evasion finally became untenable, “seg academies” sprouted across the landscape. Fearful white parents flocked to the all-white Christian academies, abandoning the public schools in the hour of their deepest need so that their children would not have to attend school with black children. This set a terrible and enduring example and undid any possibility that integration might work. At the molten core in the very center of white fears of school integration was the specter of sex between black males and white females. That simmering sexual subtext overwhelmed the feeble official efforts to ease racial tensions in Oxford after the killing.
“We had tried to do everything we could to get things quieted down after the riot,” said Mayor Currin, “and finally we decided, ‘Let’s get the ministers together.’ ” Reverend Don Price, a white Baptist minister, recalled that the mayor “was trying to say, ‘Hey, we’ve had enough violence in this community, let’s talk to our congregations and try to be peacemakers.’ ” Currin contacted most of the ministers in the county, black and white, and invited them all to meet at my father’s church. “We were talking about the situation,” the mayor remembered, “and we got back to what had brought on the trouble at Teel’s place, and somebody said something about the black man saying something to a white woman, and that was all she wrote.”
The visceral reaction among some of the white ministers was so strong, Currin recounted, that “I will never forget this as long as I live. I will never forget this. This white preacher rears up in his chair and yells, ‘What did you say, brother? What did you say?’ And then he made his little speech about race mixing.” According to the mayor, his official efforts to turn preachers into peacemakers “ended right then and there, as soon as he made that statement.” For many whites, the allegation that Henry Marrow had made a lewd remark to a white woman turned public murder into justifiable homicide, transforming a crime of passion into a late-model lynching that fateful May.
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